OUR INFORMATION AND THE GAPS IN IT
class of clerics, or clergy, which became modified in process of
adapting itself to new kinds of activity. This structure of society
was to become the permanent basis of the nation; its importance
in the development of the people of France is so decisive that it
does not seem out of proportion to devote a separate study to
each of these classes in order to define its character clearly and
describe its development during that decisive period of the
eleventh and twelfth centuries during which French civilization
was born.
5 0 U R   INFORMATION   AND   THE    GAPS   IN   IT
But before starting upon this description, we should give warn-
ing that our information about different classes and parts of the
country is very unequal. The archives of the lay lords have dis-
appeared; only portions of the archives of the king, certain great
princes, and certain municipal bodies have been preserved. The
very great majority of the surviving documents is concerned with
nothing but the domains and life of the clergy. Moreover, the
nobles and peasants did not write. Our documents, narratives
or deeds concerned with practical business, are the work of
ecclesiastics, living apart irom the life of the laity, which they
understood very little and despised. They wrote a Latin imitated
from classical Latin, which was often pretentious and distorted
the real customs and sentiments of their age; we see the Middle
Ages through the medium of a gigantic scholastic composition in
Latin. The details of real life are known to us chiefly from works
of imagination in the vulgar tongue, the romances of chivalry,
in which the life of the nobles is described, and the fabliaux, which
represent chiefly middle-class life.
The documentary evidence is very unevenly distributed over the
land. Almost all the narratives, literary works, and official acts
come from the northern regions, from the Loire to Belgium,
Normandy and Champagne, from Burgundy, or from the south-
western region, Aquitaine and Languedoc, We have none but
scattered and very scanty information about the western regions
or the central mountain mass. Hardly anything has survived from
the whole of the south-east, beyond the Rh6ne, which did not
form part of the kingdom. We should therefore beware of the
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